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INTERNET-BASED INTERACTIVE TRACKING SYSTEM 
FOR FLOOR COVERING PROJECTS 

Technical Field 

5 This invention relates to electronic commerce. More specifically, this 

invention relates to a system for retrieval of information relating to floor covering 
products and installations and/or the ordering of floor covering products by a current 
or prospective customer. The scope of data available to a requesting party is limited 
to preestablished elements within a catalog of data for a particular customer such 
10 that different requesters have access to different types and/or scopes of information. 



Background of the Invention 

Floor coverings such as carpet, carpet tile, and the like are features of 
15 substantial importance in a building environment. The purchase of floor covering 
materials typically represents a fairly substantial investment and may involve a 
degree of complexity due to the need to coordinate delivery and installation with 
other activities at the building location. Due to the level of investment involved and 
the importance of the floor covering to the overall appearance of the facility, the 
20 purchase of floor coverings by many large organizations is conducted as part of a 
centralized coordinated effort. Such centralized purchasing permits the customer to 
monitor costs and to establish a relatively uniform appearance for different locations 
in terms of quality and general style. At the same time, within this broad framework 
of general uniformity, such organizations may oftentimes provide regional or local 
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management with a degree of discretion regarding the final choice of floor covering 
styles from a preapproved list of alternatives. Once the floor covering is selected, a 
local or regional representative of the customer generally has responsibility for 
monitoring the progress of the delivery and installation of the floor covering for 
locations in that region. At the same time, one or more individuals with more broad- 
based corporate responsibility will have ultimate responsibility for broader groups of 
facilities. Thus, one person may have responsibility for installations on a global 
basis while the details of installations in individual countries and/or regions of 
countries may be coordinated by other individuals. 

Heretofore, the monitoring of floor covering installation projects by a customer 
has required direct contact between a representative of the customer and a 
representative of the floor covering manufacturer, distributor, dealer, or the like. 
Requests for updates and status reports were passed from the representative of the 
customer to the representative of the floor covering manufacturer who would then 
obtain the information from the manufacturer and communicate back to the 
representative of the customer the requested information. Likewise, in the event 
that a new installation of floor coverings was contemplated, a request for quotation 
"RFQ" had to be communicated through the representative of the floor covering 
manufacturer who would then pass the request on to the manufacturer for 
evaluation. While generally effective, these mechanisms have necessarily led to 
time delays and potential frustration due to the multiple layers of human interaction 
required to process and/or respond to requests for information. 
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Summary of the Invention 

The present invention provides advantages and alternatives over the prior art 
by providing a software and/or internet based system and method for enabling a 
buyer or potential buyer of floor coverings to access directly information relating to 
5 former, current and proposed future installation projects as well as information on 
available products. 

In an exemplary embodiment, the information available is tailored to the 
needs of the individual requester. Global data for a customer is broadly accessible 

10 through a Uniform Resource Locator (URL) site dedicated to that customer. 

However, the actual scope of information available to any individual requesting data 
on behalf of a customer is limited to pre-authorized data elements corresponding to 
the scope of responsibility held by the requesting individual. Thus, a purchasing 
manager for a customer may have access to the totality of all data relating to floor 

15 covering products and installation projects for that customer, while a regional 
purchasing supervisor may have access only to data relating to products and 
installations within his or her region of responsibility. Likewise, local or regional 
managers who are selecting the floor covering material may have access to data on 
only a finite number of products which have been preselected by the customer's 

20 purchasing department as being suitable for installation within that region. By 

tailoring the information to which any individual requester has access, it is believed 
that relevant data and information can be accessed more easily without the 
occurrence of unnecessary confusion. At the same time a proper degree of control 
is maintained over the selection of the floor covering material as well as over the 
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details of delivery and installation with such control being maintained at appropriate 
levels within the organizational structure of the purchasing entity. 

In accordance with one aspect of the invention, the data available to an 
5 individual requester is predefined by agreement between the customer or customer 
representative or agent and the floor covering manufacturer or provider. The 
identities of appropriate requesting individuals are also defined by agreement 
between the customer and the floor covering manufacturer. Each approved 
requester is provided with a registration number and ID for purposes of logging on to 
id the system. Based upon the registration number and ID utilized to log on to the 
system, information of the previously agreed upon scope associated with that 
registration number and ID is made available to the user. Correspondingly, 
information outside of the preagreed upon scope is filtered out and is unavailable to 
the requester. 

1 ; 5; 

In a potentially preferred embodiment, the various components may be 
accessed through a centralized Internet or World Wide Web web site of the floor 
covering manufacturer or provider. Through such a centralized web site, the 
requester can, upon entry of an appropriate registration number and password, gain 

20 access to a customer specific request page at a URL dedicated to the corporate or 
business entity represented by the requester. Through such a customer specific 
request page, the requester may access project details of preauthorized scope, 
product details of preauthorized scope, customer service details of preauthorized 
scope, or submit an order, comment or question to the floor covering manufacturer. 

25 The access available to the requester pursuant to his or her request is of only the 
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scope previously agreed upon by the floor covering manufacturer and the customer. 
Through the customer specific request page, requests for quotations for new 
projects may also be made for direct response by the floor covering manufacturer. 
Finally, products may be ordered and invoices generated utilizing the system of the 
5 present invention. 

One benefit of the invention is that it provides a fully interactive exchange of 
information while nonetheless affording different persons within the same 
purchasing entity or organization with different scopes of access depending upon the 
10 preestablished access criteria agreed upon by the purchasing entity and the floor 
covering manufacturer. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

These and other features and advantages of the invention will now be 
is described with reference to the drawings of certain preferred embodiments, 

practices and procedures which constitute a part of this specification and which are 
intended to illustrate and not to limit the invention, and in which: 

FIG. 1 is a high-level architectural drawing illustrating the primary components 
20 of a system according to an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart setting forth steps involved in the practice of at least one 
embodiment of the present invention; 

25 FIG. 3 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML document 

customer specific request page; 
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FIG. 4 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML document 
on How to Use the Site; 

FIG. 5 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML document 
linking page to project listings and new proposal sites; 

FIG. 6 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML document 
corresponding to active projects for a specific customer; 

FIG. 7 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML document 
detail page listing completed projects; 

FIG. 8A and 8B are representations of screen displays for entry of new 
project information; 

FIGS. 9A and 9B are representations of screen displays illustrating the 
proposal request function; 

FIG. 10 is a representation of a screen display illustrating an HTML contact 
page document linked to the customer specific request page; 

FIGS. 1 1 - 23 are representations of screen displays illustrating HTML 
documents corresponding to general information, products, services, and the like; 
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FIGS. 24 - 28 represent screen displays in accordance with another 
embodiment of the present invention and illustrate respectively the Products, View a 
Room Scene, View Installation Photo, View Product Specification, and Order a 
Sample of the Product functionality of the system; 

FIGS. 29 - 36 represent screen displays in accordance with another 
embodiment of the system of the present invention; 

FIGS. 29 represents a log on screen display; 

FIG. 30 represents a customer specific web site; 

FIG. 31 represents a screen display with projects list; 

FIG. 32 represents a screen display with particular project details; 

FIG. 33 represents a screen display with project notes; 

FIG. 34 represents a screen display with an activity report; 

FIG. 35 represents a screen display with product samples; and 

FIG. 36 represents a screen display with product specifications. 
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While the invention has been illustrated and broadly described above and will 
hereinafter be described in connection with certain potentially preferred 
embodiments and practices, it is to be understood that in no event is the invention 
limited to such illustrated and described embodiments and practices. On the 
contrary, it is intended that the present invention shall extend to all alternatives and 
modifications as may embrace the general principles of this invention within the true 
spirit and scope thereof. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

To facilitate a complete understanding of the invention, the following terms 
and acronyms are used throughout the detailed description: 

Client-Server. A model of interaction in a distributed system in which a 
program at one site sends a request to a program at another site and waits for a 
response. The requesting program is called the "client," and the program which 
responds to the request is called the "server." In the context of the World Wide Web 
(discussed below), the client is a "Web browser" (or simply "browser") which runs on 
a computer of a user; the program which responds to browser requests by serving 
Web pages is commonly referred to as a "Web server." 

Hyperlink. A navigational link from one document to another, or from one 
portion (or component) of a document to another. Typically, a hyperlink is displayed 
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as a highlighted word or phrase that can be selected by clicking on it using a mouse 
to jump to the associated document or documented portion. 

Internet. A collection of interconnected (public and/or private) networks that 
5 are linked together by a set of standard protocols (such as TCP/IP, HTTP and 

HTTPS) to form a global, distributed network. (While this term is intended to refer to 
what is now commonly known as the Internet, it is also intended to encompass 
variations which may be made in the future, including changes and additions to 
!;i existing standard protocols.) 

s 

J] World Wide Web ("Web"). Used herein to refer generally to both (i) a 

distributed collection of interlinked, user-viewable hypertext documents (commonly 
referred to as Web documents or Web pages) that are accessible via the Internet, 
and (ii) the client and server software components which provide user access to 

1.5= such documents using standardized Internet protocols. Currently, the primary 

standard protocol for allowing applications to locate and acquire Web documents is 
HTTP or HTTPS, and the Web pages are encoded using HTML. However, the 
terms "Web" and "World Wide Web" are intended to encompass present and future 
markup languages and transport protocols which may be used in place of (or in 

20 addition to) HTML and HTTP. 

Web Site. A computer system that serves informational content over a 
network using the standard protocols of the World Wide Web. Typically, a Web site 
corresponds to a particular Internet domain name, such as "MILLIKEN.COM," and 
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includes the content associated with a particular organization. As used herein, the 
term is generally intended to encompass both (i) the hardware/software server 
components that serve the informational content over the network, and (ii) the "back 
end" hardware/software components, including any non-standard or specialized 
components, that interact with the server components to perform services for Web 
site users. 

HTML (Hypertext Markup Language). A standard coding convention and set 
of codes for attaching presentation and linking attributes to informational content 
within documents. During a document authoring stage, the HTML codes (referred to 
as "tags") are embedded within the informational content of the document. When 
the Web document (or HTML document) is subsequently transferred from a Web 
server to a browser, the codes are interpreted by the browser and used to parse and 
display the document. Additionally in specifying how the Web browser is to display 
the document, HTML tags can be used to create links to other Web documents 
(commonly referred to as "hyperlinks"). 

HTTP (HyperText Transport Protocol). The standard World Wide Web client- 
server protocol used for the exchange of information (such as HTML documents, 
and client requests for such documents) between a browser and a Web server. 
HTTP includes a number of different types of messages which can be sent from the 
client to the server to request different types of server actions. For example, a 
"GET" message, which has the format GET <URL>, causes the server to return the 
document or file located at the specified URL. HTTPS (HyperText Transport 
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Protocol Secured) is used for access to a secured server. HTTPS uses SSL 
(Secured Sockets Layer) to encrypt the data and may provide user authentication. 

URL (Uniform Resource Locator). A unique address which fully specifies the 
location of a file or other resource on the Internet. The general format of a URL is 
protocol://machine address: port/path/filename. The port specification is optional, 
and if none is entered by the user, the browser defaults to the standard port for 
whatever service is specified as the protocol. 

Turning now to the drawings, FIG. 1 illustrates the general architecture of an 
interactive data retrieval and/or transfer system for floor covering installations and 
products that operates in accordance with an exemplary embodiment the present 
invention. The system includes a customer computer 1 10 and a supplier Web site 
120 which are linked together via the Internet 125. It is contemplated that the 
customer computer 110 may be any type of computing device which allows a user 
("customer") to interactively browse Web sites via a Web browser 1 26. By way of 
example only, and not limitation, the customer computer 110 may be a personal 
computer (PC) that runs a Windows operating system. The Web browser 126 may 
be Netscape's Navigator, Microsoft's Internet Explorer or such other Web browser 
as may be known to those of skill in the art. 

The supplier Web site 120 is a site that provides various functions to allow a 
user to track the progress of specific floor covering installation projects as well as to 
obtain quotations for new products, order products, and send and receive messages 
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relating to business transactions between the customer and the floor covering 
manufacturer, provider, or supplier. Typically, this site will be operated by the floor 
covering manufacturer (referred to herein as the "supplier") that has established a 
cooperative relationship with the customer. The customer is typically a corporate or 
business entity having multiple physical locations and numerous managerial 
employees including employees responsible for making decisions concerning the 
selection and installation of floor coverings in various new and preexisting corporate 
facilities. However, the customer may likewise be an individual purchasing floor 
covering materials for his or her personal use or a professional such as a designer, 
architect, or facility manager collecting information on behalf of a third party client. 
Thus/the term "customer" as used herein is intended to refer to a buying entity and 
the term "user" is intended to relate to a person using the system to access or 
communicate information. 

Prior to use of the system, it is contemplated that representatives of the 
customer and the supplier will establish a listing of authorized users or classes of 
users who will have access to the system. The customer and the supplier will 
likewise establish the types and/or scope of information to which each of the 
identified users or class of users will have access. Accordingly, by way of example 
only, one identified user or class of user may have access to information relating to 
projects in a certain geographic region while another identified user or class of user 
will have access to information relating to projects on a global basis. Certain other 
users may have access only to general product information without access to 



Case 5154 



information on any particular project. Also, certain users may not have authority to 
order products. 

According to the potentially preferred form of the invention, each individual 
user is provided with personalized registration information, such as a registration 
number and personalized identification ID, or user ID and password, which must be 
entered upon accessing the system. Based upon that registration number and ID or 
user ID and password, the user is linked to a dedicated URL for the specific 
customer. The user is thereafter supplied with only such requested information as 
has been previously authorized by the customer and communicated to the supplier. 

In operation, the user accesses the supplier Web site 120 through the 
supplier's Web server 1 30. The Web server 1 30 links the user to the customer 
specific URL 132 for access to a registry of HTML documents making up a catalog 
of project and product data or specific documents which can be requested, retrieved, 
and viewed by the customer via the Web browser 126. Alternatively, programmatic 
functions can retrieve data from a database and programmatically create the HTML 
page to display the data. These HTML documents preferably include a customized 
customer specific request page (FIG. 3) which may include general information 
relating to the relationship between the customer and the supplier as well as 
information of a general nature on products and services available from the supplier. 
The customer specific request page is preferably pulled up automatically upon log in 
by the user once an appropriate registration number and I.D. has been entered. As 
shown, the customer specific request page preferably includes a number of buttons 
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to establish hyperlinks to further information. The buttons can provide hyperlinks, 
URL links, or other program function calls. In one particular example, the supplier 
Web site 120 uses HTML, Lotus Script and Java Script. 

As illustrated, according to one potentially preferred form of the invention, the 
customer specific request page includes hyperlinks or access to information, 
databases, pages or sets of pages relating to projects, products, and customer 
services as well as a hyperlink to a contact page at which a question or message 
may be left. 

According to the potentially preferred embodiment, upon accessing the 
project hyperlink, the user is provided with a plurality of options including the options 
to review active projects, view completed projects, enter a new project, or request a 
proposal (FIG. 5). Sample screens to view active and completed projects are 
illustrated in FIGS. 6 and 7. Sample screens to enter data for a new project is 
provided in FIGS. 8A and 8B. A screen corresponding to a request for a proposal 
for floor covering material is set forth at FIGS. 9A and 9B. A sample contact screen 
is provided at FIG. 10. 

As indicated previously, according to the preferred form of the invention, the 
access to information is controlled such that any individual user will have access to 
only such information as has been previously authorized by the customer. The 
retrieval, filtration (parsing) and display of such preauthorized information is 
controlled via a computer program 140. As illustrated, the computer program is 
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linked to one or more databases 150 of sortable and retrievable customer specific 
information. The computer program may also be linked to an order cart 160 to track 
orders placed by the customer on a historical basis. 

5 Certain users will only have access to general information such as shown, for 

example, in FIGS. 1 1 - 23. 

In operation, upon the user accessing the customer specific request page and 
making a request, the computer program retrieves data corresponding to the request 

io- which has been preauthorized for dissemination to that particular user. Recognition 
of the user is achieved by correlation to the previously entered registration number 
and I.D. supplied by the user. Thus, in the example illustrated in FIG. 6, the user is 
authorized to view active project information on two projects which are listed. It is 
contemplated that each project listing may be hyperlinked to yet additional 

15 information for that particular project including by way of example only, 

manufacturing schedules, shipping information, delivery data, installation schedules 
and contact names for responsible persons. However, at each stage of data 
retrieval, the computer program 140 serves to filter through only such information 
that has been preauthorized for communication to the particular user. 

20 

It is contemplated that the database of customer specific information 150 will 
be maintained by the supplier on a substantially continuous basis using interactive 
software such as Lotus Notes, for example, Sales Notes, or the like. In this manner 
a responsible sales representative for the particular installation may enter pertinent 

15 
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data directly into the database. Of course such entry is in a format to permit 
accessibility and filtration by the computer program 140. 

In accordance with one particular example of the invention, the site is 
accessed via HTTPS which is used for access to a secured server and uses SSL 
(Secured Sockets Layer) which encrypts the data. 

The Links or Buttons that appear as hyperlinks may go to specific documents 
or list of documents or is a programmatic function that will retrieve data from a 
database and programmatically create the HTML page to display the data. Behind 
the buttons, there may be hyperlinks, URL links, or other program function calls. In 
one example, the site uses HTML, LotusScript, and JavaScript. 

In one example, the published document content under Customer Service is 
created in a Lotus Notes database and a Lotus Domino/Notes server generates the 
HTML page on the fly to display in the Web browser. 

In another example, the Product Catalog is data that is stored in a Catalog 
Notes database. The design images, room scenes, and installation photos are all 
stored in a separate Image Library Notes database. The product specifications are 
also in their own Product Specs Notes database. All are linked by the product key to 
display the appropriate information on the page once a product is found or selected. 
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in still another example, when the user places an order, the link uses a 
program function to send a transaction to IMS on a mainframe. The order number 
that is returned is the only thing stored in the Notes database in order to use that 
field to later view the current or previous orders. To do an order inquiry to current or 
5 previous, a program function is used on a Domino server, and the LotusScript 
program does a direct call to the relational database on the mainframe to retrieve 
the order status information to be displayed using HTML on the screen. 

In still yet another example, the Projects button programmatically retrieves 
10 : data from a Web Sales Notes Notes database. The Web Sales Notes Notes 

database is a subset of project information that is updated nightly from the internal 
sales Notes Notes database that the business uses internally with its sales 
associates. 

15 In still another example, the Contact button programmatically displays an 

input form that is contained in a separate Contact Us Notes database used just for 
the question and answer functionality. 

An example of a Products functionality is shown in FIGS. 24 - 28. 

20 

An example of an alternative web site system is shown in FIGS. 29 - 36. 

In at least one embodiment, the present system provides authorized users at 
least limited access to certain secure data or information any time of day or night 
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from virtually any location having Internet access. This convenience facilitates 
expansion of global or international accounts and enhances customer satisfaction. 

It is, of course, to be understood that a wide range of alternatives and 
modifications to the embodiment of the present invention as set forth above may 
exist. For example, a customer may request that their outside employed corporate 
designer or architect have access to project information so that all actions taken by 
the designer or architect with regard to the carpeting and selection thereof will be 
added to the file notes so that the customer can read all progress in one place. 
Similarly, a customer may ask that their outsourced facility management company 
(FM) who runs and manages their buildings for them for a fee under contract have 
access to their project information. Thus, while the present invention has been 
illustrated and described in relation to potentially preferred embodiments, 
procedures and practices, it is to be understood that such embodiments, procedures 
15 " and practices are illustrative only and that the present invention is in no event to be 
limited thereto. Rather, it is contemplated that modifications and variations 
embodying the principles of the present invention may occur to those of skill in the 
art. It is therefore contemplated and intended that the present invention shall extend 
to all such modifications and variations as may incorporate the broad principles of 
20 the present invention within the full spirit and scope thereof. 
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